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HIGHER EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS (HEIs)

• Key drivers of SDGs – SDG 5  Gender Equality

• Key agents of change – start by looking at themselves first

• Focus – HEIs in India and South Africa

• Question the validity of HEIs as institutions 



Are Higher Education Institutions 
fit-for-purpose

for such social change? 



SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOAL 5

Agenda 2030 recognises

• Women’s role as agents of change 
• Women are disadvantaged by unequal gender power relations

TARGETS
• ending all forms of discrimination and violence against women

• ensuring effective participation and equal opportunities for women

• equal proportion of women in leadership and managerial positions



WOMEN’S STUDIES CENTRES (WSCs)

• Institutionalisation of Women’s Studies  (late 1980s) under the aegis 
of the University Grants Commission (UGC) – responsible for 
promoting and coordinating university education in India 

• Question the dominant systems of knowledge and social formation 
within the existing educational system 

• Expand the social concern against injustice, marginalization and 
oppression of women

• 22 Centres (1991)  54 Centres (2007) 163 Centres (2017)



WSCs

• Gender equality is not the sole responsibility of WSCs

• All staff in the University, from VCs downwards need to be 
accountable for change

• To help India achieve her UN Sustainable Development Goal of 
Promoting Equality and Empowerment of Women



SEXUAL HARASSMENT AT WORKPLACE

• University Grants Commission (Prevention, Prohibition and Redressal
of Sexual Harassment of Women Employees and Students in Higher 
Educational Institutions) Regulations, 2015 

• HEIs should publicly commit itself to zero tolerance policy towards 
sexual harassment

• responsibility of HEIs to act decisively against all gender based 
violence perpetrated against employees and students 

• Mandatory to set up Internal Complaints Committee (ICC) in 
universities



FOCUS OF THE PAPER

• What is the vision of institutional leadership in bringing about 
transformation for gender equality in Indian HEIs? What does the insider 
analysis and reflections about leadership reveal in this regard?

• How do gendered interactional dynamics between the professoriate and 
leadership play out to impact the process of change?

• What are the experiences of ‘gender persons’ in the functioning of WSCs 
and ICCs and challenges they face while participating?



Construction of women in relation to gender equality

• Category of ‘difference’ occupies  an important space in the 
constitution of gender relations

• Intersectionality is a primary analytic tool deployed for theorizing 
oppression by bringing in the experiences of privileges as well

• The discourse of gender equity is not just about individual 
empowerment of women but is focused on structural issues of social 
justice



Social justice is defined not only as externally facing, 
as to remedy the injustices of society through higher 

education, 
but also within through praxis 



Overview of project data generation



FIRST PHASE



SECOND PHASE

University Academic Staff Leaders WS academic 

staff

Male Female Male Female Male Female

UI1 4 4 2 0 0 1

UI3 5 4 2 1 0 1

UI4 5 6 2 0 0 1

14 14 6 1 0 3

Total 28 7 3



GENDER INEQUALITY AT LEADERSHIP LEVELS

• Dearth of women leaders in universities

• Female leaders facing non-cooperation from male faculty members

• Growing perceptions of increased power and its misuse by women

• Senior leaders failed to recognise the systematic barriers, 
citing only lack of merit for the situation

• Male academic narratives  -- malevolent aggression



Those who are already 
there, people like me, we 
have to break some glass 
ceilings. We have to be 
fishwives, raucous, loud, 
rude and we have to do it. 
And we are doing it…

(Female leader, UI3)

It’s like containing, whenever 
you get a chance… there is 
always a way to curb, to 
control and this works in so 
many ways, visible and 
invisible…

(Female academic, UI1)



SENIOR LEADER (UI4) promoting 
values of World Class University

Change was not oriented towards 
notions of quality as social justice 
but rather towards quality as 
exclusion and competition 

Identify which attitudes/behaviours/practices are

• dominant values of the INSTITUTION (through promotion, 
awards, inter-personal validation etc)

• dominantly valued for YOU as an academic



WSC academic (UI4)

Integral part of WSCs according to 
UGC’s policy of “extension activity”:

• link WS scholarship with action 
programmes and community 
engagement 

• marginalized women outside the 
academic community



NATIONAL EDUCATIONAL POLICY 2020

institutional leaders should  
“motivate and incentivize” 
community outreach and 
engagement from all faculty 
members and HEI leaders

• WSCs have been balancing 
between the demands of 
teaching, research and 
community engagement 

• An important exemplar of ethical 
leadership and a way forward for 
sustainable transformation of 
the university



MISALIGNMENTS in UI4 

Leaders demands from WSCs

• quantified deliverables and 
social transformation indicators 
for the centres to prove their 
efficiency

• qualifiers for getting loans from 
university funds for the proper 
functioning of these centres

Resistance from 
WSC academics

• criticising programs organised
for diluting complexities with a 
“drive to introduce gender like a 
mechanical category”

• concerned that the institution 
put them under pressure to 
‘deliver’ something to ‘remedy’ 
the problem like a ‘capsule’



COSTS BORNE BY WS ACADEMICS (UI4)

• awkward power dynamics between the leadership and this centre
and its agential powers

• considered “immature” and/or “disloyal” and therefore not the 
obvious choice in important committees or ICC or for evaluation of 
gender policies

• targets facing systemic barriers and withholding of rewards such as 
promotion

• vulnerable to be sidelined in the “chilly climate” of formal meetings, 
particularly so if they are lower in the professoriate hierarchy



FUNCTIONING OF ICCs (UI1) 
“These bodies don’t have teeth…that’s why one 

kind of loses interest”
• choice of members in the ICC depended on how ‘loyal’ they would be 

to the vice chancellors
• questions about how incidences were handled and whether there 

was a conspiracy of silence and coercion present
• “the committee held that no woman from a respectable family would 

dare to complain against a professor like this where her character is at 
stake” (female academic, UI1)

• confidence of girls coming to the forefront to complain without the 
fear of public shaming



Effect of Sexual Harassment Regulations

• Increase in the level of mistrust between male and female colleagues

• Suspicion of reporting procedures and the authenticity of claims 

• Lack of trust between the academic staff and university leadership



Comparison of cost experienced by leaders and total respondents due to misalignment between institutional and individual values 



MUTUAL SUFFERING -- CONCERNS
• mutual suffering of academic staff and leaders across hierarchy under 

the existing dominant culture
• everyone bears the cost of the system being hierarchical and 

exclusionary with dominance of masculine styles and overwhelming 
climate of competition leading to rivalries 

• such cultures stifle the ability to create collaborative ventures 
towards a common goal

• need to find places and networking where we can come together with 
compassion and empathy 

• can we think of difference without the category of domination in 
ways that are not inherently exclusionary?



TO CONCLUDE….

• A majority 68% of the leaders across 4 universities felt that gender 
equality policies were effective in dealing with gender inequality in 
the universities

• Gender policies were considered more of a constitutional obligation 
to social justice associated with altruism, benevolence and charity 
rather than being looked upon with a politico-ethical vision of radical 
change

• Resources of ‘ghettoised’ areas of specialization such as WS were not 
utilized to the optimum therefore rendering the institutional 
functioning to remain exclusionary, elitist and sexist



STANDPOINT OF WSCs….

• Standpoint of WSCs as marginal-structural locations in universities 
has helped in understanding the ambiguities, messiness and 
complexities of the process in which gender equity can be achieved

• History of WSCs creates possibilities to question the elitist and 
hierarchical structure of HEIs as the latter reproduces the unequal 
social order in the institutional space

• Ways of being heard without posing a threat to the other, in 
interactional communication and in scholarly practice
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